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Abstract: 
 
This report works its way from anthropological and sociological theories on 
processions and rituals, and uses literature to explain and illustrate rituals and 
processions within Hinduism. Through examples, it is understood how complex 
and diverse Hindu rituals and processions are. The report narrows down on two 
case studies, one where field work was conducted through personal interviews 
and participant and observatory work on the Jaipur Elephant Festival, India, the 
other a historical analysis of a series of Hindu-political processions during the 
90s throughout India. The cases emphasize the different meanings and 
consequences of processions and rituals, where one proves to be an invented 
tradition, where the other proves to be advocating violence, while identity 
creation in both cases is an important aspect of the processions.  
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Motivation: 
 
The motivation behind this paper was to do some anthropological field work, as 
the major dimension of this report is Cultural Encounters. Being in a foreign 
country and culture, ones‟ learning experience is enhancing if one can find a 
topic and subject which one can seek out and analyze themselves, showing 
creativity and originality. Rituals and processions are intriguing subjects;  much 
more complex than simply just “doing something,” while Hinduism, to many 
Westerners, is seen as a mysterious and unique belief system. To include both 
would be to look at Hindu rituals and processions. However, much literature has 
already been generated on such topic, but the Jaipur Elephant festival has barely 
been mentioned. Much research was done, and almost nothing was found to 
explain the festivals complex aspects. Therefore, and attempt was made to try to 
analyze the Jaipur Elephant Festival‟s complex aspects. To include the 
semester‟s theme of “crisis”, the processions during the Ayodhya Conflicts were 
briefly touched. The Hindu – Muslim clashes are notoriously known by many, 
but not the context and the roots. Therefore the processions during the Ayodhya 
Conflict were also included, not just to match the semester‟s theme, but also to 
show how Hindu rituals can lead a completely different root than that of the 
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Jaipur Elephant Festival, ultimately shedding light on how complex and 
contrasting Hindu rituals and processions can be.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
 
This report consists of participant and observatory field work, the analysis of 
historical accounts and sociological and anthropological theories applied onto 
two case studies. Theoretical work was done on Rituals and Processions, from a 
range of sources deriving from the universities online library and other course 
material. As the report narrowed down to Hindu processions and rituals, both 
theoretical and historical work was used to give a more contextualized overview 
of the different types of Hindu processions and rituals. The case study consisting 
of participant and observatory field work was planned and done, where local 
expertise and sources were used to attempt to give a better understand of it‟s 
context. The case studies were then further analyzed by applying sociological 
and anthropologic theories to form a fruitful discussion.  
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Dimensions 
 
Cultural encounters 
 
Processions and Rituals are the major topics of this report. One can argue that 
rituals and processions are cultural processes in the form of events, expressing 
cultural meanings and ideology through symbols and language, which can be 
highly ambiguous. The two case studies that are focused on, the Jaipur Elephant 
Festival and the Ayodhya Conflicts, both within India, illustrate the complexities 
of rituals and processions due to their cultural identities and symbolic 
representations. Both case studies were filled with symbolic meanings relating 
to cultural identities in the past; political and religious, and creating current 
cultural identities. The report also illustrates how processions and rituals act as 
cultural catalysts; expressing cultural ideology, cultural politics and identities, 
onto its actors and observers. This is especially noticed in the two case studies, 
where in one of them, observers (mostly tourists) and actors were given a certain 
cultural identity; an image of Rajasthan and it‟s government. While in the other, 
ideologies of hatred in the form of nationalism, is adapted by both observers and 
actors of the procession.   
                 The cultural ideology and identities are not only expressed through 
symbols but also language. Language used to communicate to actors and 
observers of a ritual and procession, and language used in thoughts by the actors 
and observers of a ritual and procession should not be ignored. This can be 
direct as political leaders urging Hindu women to give birth to men whom will 
kill Muslims, or commentators mentioning “sacred” throughout a procession to 
make a religious connection. To analyze processions such as the case studies of 
the report, one has to understand the context of the procession – the history, the 
influences, the meanings and the purposes of such events.  
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Subjectivity and learning 
 
This report has made it possible for critical self-reflection and the potential 
analysis of how Hindu rituals act as a major setting for shaping the subject. 
While in India, one had to get rid of their ethnocentric approaches to be able to 
analyze an alien culture and their rituals effectively. Many of the Hindu rituals 
attended, experienced and analyzed, which were part of shaping this report, were 
complex and had to be viewed and understood with the help of different 
sociological and anthropological theories, while comparing and making 
conclusions out from ones „home rituals‟ was insufficient. By understanding 
certain aspects of a foreign culture and it‟s processions and rituals, one will start 
to realize how one‟s own culture „is‟ and „isn‟t‟. Contrasts and differences can 
explain and reveal perhaps more than similarities.  
            The Hindu rituals give an insight to the process of subjectivisation of 
individuals – the different ideologies and beliefs that are inherited through their 
practices. Hindu rituals are a daily part of the everyday life of Hindus, it is the 
norm, and therefore it becomes habit to act accordingly. For example to perform 
Pujas to deities of gods, such as Saraswati, the goddess of creativity and learning 
whom many students give offerings to before exams. The ideology of many 
Hindu students is not only that you need to study hard, but you need to ask for 
Saraswati‟s blessings to do well. As a Hindu child, you are cast into an 
environment of religious rituals, and therefore it becomes part of your normal 
behavior as you grow up. Social institutions, such as Hindu Temples, arrange 
such religious rituals and processions, providing a social structure of ideology, 
norms and behavior for it‟s subjects. Hindu rituals and processions, such as 
those during the Ayodhya Conflict, indicate how individuals can blindly adapt 
an ideology expressing violence and hatred towards other religious groups, and 
act accordingly. Therefore, processions and rituals, whether political, religious 
8 
 
or secular, have proven to act as major forces shaping and maneuvering 
individuals. 
Delimitations 
 
Being in a multi-ethnic, multi-religious and communalistic country, the project 
could have analyzed rituals and processions from a variety of spheres, to further 
illustrate the complex and changing nature of rituals and processions. However, 
from the beginning the target was set on the Jaipur Elephant Festival and later 
the Ayodhya Conflict, and was kept there. Many other current processions could 
have been attended and analyzed, such as political rallies, however, this was 
dismissed as the aim of the paper was to explore Hindu processions and rituals. 
Hindu processions and rituals could also have been explored outside of India, in 
the Hindu Diaspora or in other South Asian countries, but as explained in the 
motivation, the main analysis of the report was to derive from field work.  
 
The two case studies of the report could have been analyzed from different 
perspectives; The Jaipur Elephant Festival could have been analyzed entirely as 
a tourist event, while the Ayodhya Conflicts‟ processions could have been 
analyzed entirely as political events. This was deliberately not done, as the 
approach was to be to analyze the religious aspects.  
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Introduction 
 
In every society rituals and processions are carried out in different ways 
according to its particular culture, history, traditions, and religions; according to 
its context. However, rituals and processions are increasingly becoming 
important for religious groups. This report will explore the different types of 
Hindu rituals and processions, their significance and their diverse and complex 
aspects. Literature from a wide range of sources will be used to help explain the 
diversity of Hindu rituals and processions, together with examples all 
originating from India. The two case studies of the report is the Jaipur Elephant 
Festival, which will be juxtaposed to Hindu procession characteristics, to assess 
if it is in fact a Hindu procession or not, and the likewise for the processions 
during the Ayodhya Conflict By doing so, I want to challenge Jan Platvoet‟s 
statement, that: “We are, in brief, still in the pre-paradigmatic stage in the 
science of ritual, and we are likely to remain there for much longer if scholars of 
religions continue to regard rituals as a self-evident term not in need of 
definition, classification and theoretical analysis.” (Platvoet, 1995, s. 221) This 
report will show that we are not necessarily in a “pre-paradigmatic stage” when 
analyzing rituals.  
The findings of the case study suggest that the Jaipur elephant festival is in fact 
a superficial procession lacking a clear and coherent religious, traditional and 
historical connection. This leads the report to touch upon theories regarding 
invented traditions, authentic tourism and identity politics. The Ayodhya 
conflict illustrates how Indian politics and Hinduism is deliberately intertwined 
fir political and nationalistic gains, destroying solidarity and advocating 
violence. The report through its case studies and examples, illustrates how 
complex „rituals‟ and „processions‟ can be, and can be changed, altered and even 
manipulated to suite more political, social or economical demands for different 
actors.   
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Rituals and Processions 
 
According to T.H. Erikson, a ritual is “an oblique, indirect way of making 
complex statements, with a noticeable ideological dimension, about society and 
the imponderability‟s of life.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 231) and can therefore serve 
many functions. Rituals are studied by many scholars within many different 
disciplines and can range from football matches to a company‟s Christmas 
lunch. Rituals and processions are highly cultural and can be very ambiguous as 
they can convey different meanings to different individuals and groups. This is 
due to the centrality of symbols in rituals, where the symbols have to be 
„multivocal‟ in order to create solidarity as most people have varying 
interpretations. (Eriksen, 2010, s. 231-232) Solidarity is created in a complex 
manner where many individuals can find different meanings in the same ritual, 
creating a sense of communitas, or spontaneous solidarity. Some scholars claim 
that rituals are “manifestations of society‟s worship of itself… [and] rituals 
simultaneously legitimate power and are thus important vehicles of ideology and 
give the participants strong emotional experiences…[and] give people an 
opportunity to reflect on their society and their own role in it.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 
227) However, an actor-centered approach to rituals is sufficient, as Leach states 
that rituals are “an aspect of cultural standardized actions.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 
235) This becomes very relevant in the following example: Throughout one‟s 
everyday life, one conducts rituals and processions constantly without the 
acknowledgement of actually conducting a ritual or procession – rituals and 
processions with cultural meaning and knowledge, cultural standardized actions. 
Let‟s take the average western classroom as an example. Here students enter the 
classroom in a specific manner. Where do they sit and according to which 
needs? Alone? Specific persons? Specific areas? Interestingly enough, Thogeir 
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Kolshus explains how there are some students who sit in the same seats and 
therefore map out the rest of the seats for those students who do not necessarily 
sit in the same places. (Kolshus 2012) The way the students place themselves is 
part of the ritual – organization. All the students will sit facing the board, which 
acts as an alter, and will not sit in the teachers seat. And these are some of the 
„rules‟ within the ritual. This device (the board) will be utilized by the teacher. 
And so, the board acts as a relic or shrine, a vital object which the students and 
teachers use. The teacher exercises power over the students by providing 
knowledge to the students (which they listen to attentively and process,) and by 
being in charge of events. The teacher is given respect and trust by the students 
and therefore acts accordingly – stands up and talks to them and decides whether 
the students may talk with permission. However, if taken in a Polynesian setting, 
the roles will have been reversed. Here, the individuals of power and authority 
sit down and keep silent. This is because it is believed that it is best to be silent 
as “they can be taken for their word.” (Kolshus 2012) This shows that rituals are 
imbedded with culture and are “a synthesis of several important levels of social 
reality: the symbolic and the social, the individual and collective; and it usually 
brings out and tries to resolve, at a symbolic level – contradictions in society.” 
(Eriksen, 2010, s. 227) A classroom can symbolize the citizens of a nation 
and/or can represent a certain social class, or can illustrate a cross-section of 
different social classes within a nation, while students reflect individuality in 
terms of their own ability and preferences, but also collectivity as a class, once 
identified under the same banner, in for example sport tournaments. (“The 
Eagles, the grade seven class has dominated the tournament!”) The 
contradictions of society reflected through a classroom can be the notion of a 
free citizen vs. authoritarian figures and individuality vs. conforming to 
hegemonic ideologies.  
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Hindu Processions and Rituals 
 
Hinduism incorporates both domestic rituals and processions. They are both 
equally significant, but one is more prone to be influenced. Domestic rituals are 
vital in maintaining and reproducing Hindu beliefs and ideology. Here ritual acts 
are carried out in the home, the domestic space, and in most cases in private. 
Both men and women participate and carry out domestic rituals, while they are 
viewed as part of the everyday domestic life; however, they vary from region to 
region, and amongst different caste and sectarian communities. (Hancock, 2010, 
s. 347) There are three main types of domestic rituals, life cycle rituals, 
calendric rituals and house construction rituals. The life cycle rituals, or 
„samskaras‟ ritually constitute the “temporality and spatiality of the human 
cycle and the cosmos.” (Hancock, 2010, s. 347) Householders fulfill their 
obligations to saints, ancestors and gods through acts of “tending the 
household‟s sacrificial fires, studying scriptures, offering oblations to ancestors, 
extending hospitality to visitors and feeding animals.” (Hancock, 2010, s. 347) 
The samskaras follow the life cycle, having ceremonies from conception, 
prenatal development, child development, adulthood, marriage, death and the 
afterlife. (Hancock, 2010, s. 347) Many Hindu homes have small shrines and 
alters of gods, so they can perform „Puja,‟ worshipping the gods by praying to 
them and offering food and incense to them. The domestic rituals are not just 
important in performing Bhakti (personal devotion,) but it also illuminates the 
importance of the roles of women in the household, as most domestic rituals are 
their responsibility. (Hancock, 2010, s. 351) House construction rituals are 
referred to as „Vastuvidyas‟ where rituals are done to “determine house 
locations and measurements, to commence building, to sanctify the house site, 
orientation, plan and materials and to harmonize the home‟s relation to features 
of the natural landscape.” (Hancock, 2010, s. 349) During other rituals building 
materials and building sites are blessed while the house is called to life as a 
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fetus, and is often build in regard to geometric designs evoking cosmic 
principles or divinity. (Hancock, 2010, s. 349) Then there are Calendric Rituals 
which are rituals performed on certain dates for certain events such as 
pilgrimages, vows, festivals, and rituals of worship. This shows how many 
domestic rituals can serve different purposes according to the context, e.g. a 
woman performing a Puja to the god Ganesa
1
 for her new born son (life cycle 
ritual) but also performing one on New Years eve (calendric ritual). These 
rituals often transcend into being religious processions.
2
 
 
Religious processions
3
 are some of the most visually striking displays of a 
religion, representing the “art, sacred narratives, social hierarchies and 
competition, communities and identities” (Jacobsen, South Asian Religions on 
Display - Religious processions in South Asia and in the Diaspora, 2008, s. 9) of 
a religion. “They are signals to social change [and] preservers of the past.” 
(Jacobsen, South Asian Religions on Display - Religious processions in South 
Asia and in the Diaspora, 2008, s. 9)Religious processions not only confirm 
social structures but also create boundaries and a sense of belonging, 
distinguishing “us” from “them”. However, at times religious processions can 
also challenge such social structures and identities. (Jacobsen, South Asian 
Religions on Display - Religious processions in South Asia and in the Diaspora, 
2008, s. 5) A central role in religious processions is the physical landscape and 
how the procession maneuvers through it. In some cases there are pilgrimage 
processions moving towards sacred spaces (relating to mythical narratives 
behind the sacredness), while in other cases the procession makes the space 
sacred as they move through it. This is done by transporting the deities of gods 
                                                          
1
 Ganesa is a popular Hindu god as the remover of obstacles and new beginnings. 
2 .It is also important to note that many rituals can start publicly, in temple sacred spaces and 
then taken to the private space in the home. 
 
3
 In this report, religious processions are interpreted as public religious rituals. 
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so that their physical presence makes the place sacred, or having chariots and 
musicians leading the procession marking the areas sacred and belonging to the 
gods. (Jacobsen, South Asian Religions on Display - Religious processions in 
South Asia and in the Diaspora, 2008, s. 5) Hinduism, as other religious, has 
many processions and many of these processions are in fact part of many life 
cycle rituals (such as marriages) and calendric rituals (such as annual festivals of 
temples.) Hindu processions require the following characteristics: “formality, 
ceremony, an organized body of people… a narrative… and myth.” (Clark-
Deces, 2008, s. 16) One of the largest Hindu processions is during the Kumbha 
Mela in Prayag. This is a bathing festival occurring every twelve years, 
attracting a pan-Indian audience and a global audience. (Clark-Deces, 2008, s. 
29) It is credited as having the record of being one of the largest religious events 
in the World, where on one of the bathing days in 2001, thirty million people 
were present. (Jacobsen, South Asian Religions on Display - Religious 
processions in South Asia and in the Diaspora, 2008, s. 3) James Lochtefeld 
illustrates how there was a “shift from armed dominance [during the procession 
regarding bathing sequence, locations and rights] to government organized 
performance [to prevent conflicts and violence]” (Lochtefeld, 2008, s. 30) thus 
showing how the Kumbha Mela has been subject to change in the last 200 years. 
Despite being preservers of traditions, religious processions can change 
drastically over time, such as Hindu funeral processions in Tamil Nadu. Isabelle 
Clark-Deces did field work in the Tamil Nadu village of Viluppuram in 1990 
and 1991. Here, it was the Dalits role to lead the all-male funeral processions 
through the streets, to the cremation grounds, where, on the way, they would 
sing horrendously, often drunk, to drums and would make provocative jokes 
about life and bring praises to different individuals. (Clark-Deces, 2008, s. 17) 
The Dalits would do their best to entertain their guests, and achieved both 
money and social capital. However, as Clark-Deces visited the village once 
again in 1999, she found out that the system had completely changed: “the 
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„melam‟ became a thing of the past. In its place emerged an unlikely ensemble, 
the so-called „band‟ that soon became the only acceptable context in which local 
younger Dalits would play music at funerals.” (Clark-Deces, 2008, s. 25) The 
younger Dalits refuse to stick to the traditional funeral processions to fight and 
“reject their long-established caste occupations.” (Clark-Deces, 2008, s. 18) 
Hindu processions in the Diaspora are also vital for Hindus, and are in fact 
increasing. (Jacobsen, South Asian Religions on Display - Religious processions 
in South Asia and in the Diaspora, 2008, s. 8) It is important for Hindu Diaspora 
to organize processions, mainly by mimicking Hindu processions from India, to 
express their unity, strength, religion and to gain recognition (Jacobsen, South 
Asian Religions on Display - Religious processions in South Asia and in the 
Diaspora, 2008, s. 6,9) 
 
I remember while I was in Jaipur to conduct fieldwork I was invited by a shop 
keeper to his sister‟s wedding. On the street leading to the ceremony area, the 
groom was slowly making his way on a busy congested road, in a procession 
with his family members full of music, singing and dancing. He was dressed as a 
prince mounted on a proud white horse, however almost all of his brothers and 
cousins and other male kin, were drunk and dancing vigorously, with sweat 
dripping down. Here, this Jaipuran family‟s custom was that the groom and his 
family would take their time, drinking and celebrating and then meet the bride 
and her family at the ceremony area when they seem fit. The bride and her 
family and guests can end up waiting for hours. I was invited to join the dancing 
multiple of times, but was then stopped by an elder from the family who politely 
told me that I wasn‟t allowed to join them as they entered the ceremony area, as 
it was for family members only. This shows how there can be, and often is a 
blend of domestic rituals and public processions. The groom and his family 
paraded down a main street, in full view of the public, displaying the wealth and 
prestige of the family, making sure people can understand that someone in that 
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family is getting married. Marriage, as much as it is part of the samskaras, is 
also expressed and carried out in public processions. 
 
There exists a considerable amount of literature on how politics merges with 
religion and religious processions, especially Hindu processions. In Jacobsen‟s 
concluding remarks in „South Asian Religions on Display‟ he states “that 
violence sometimes happens should not be denied. Religious processions can 
serve as vehicles for politics since politics is about power…” (Jacobsen, South 
Asian Religions on Display - Religious processions in South Asia and in the 
Diaspora, 2008, s. 218) The next part of this report will briefly look at how, in 
the past, Hinduism and Indian politics were intertwined for certain purposes and 
goals.   
A historical look at Hindu processions merged with politics 
 
Within Hinduism there has always been a „meld‟ and interconnection between 
politics and religion. (Sax, 2000, s. 54) The Brahmans utilized religion and the 
caste system to legitimatize their political power while they also influenced 
Hindu kings. According to Fred Clothey, during the Urban period of India (from 
ca. 400 b.c.e. to 540 c.e.) the development of sacralization of kingship greatly 
increased. There emerged a text called the Arthasastra, written by Brahmans for 
kings as a blueprint for their rule. (Clothey, 2006, s. 56)This was to make the 
king the preserver of dharma – world order, moral life code and “rendered the 
city-state the very microcosm of the universe itself.” (Clothey, 2006, s. 56) 
Another example would be in Northern India during the Post Calssical Period ( 
from 500 c.e. to 900 c.e.) when many clans sought Brahman alliances and 
cooperation for the benefit of fighting other clans, influence over the masses, 
popularity and hegemony. (Clothey, 2006, s. 107) “Brahmans were given land 
grants… to be court advisors and public relations agents… large temples were 
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built to institutionalize the royal cult… local deities were incorporated into the 
royal cult.” (Clothey, 2006, s. 108) William Sax in his article “Conquering the 
quarters: religion and politics in Hinduism” discusses the “Digvijayas,” which 
were political conquests merged with religious justification and code of conduct 
– I perceive them as Hindu-crusades/jihads, as Sax explains: “originally a 
strategy for military expansion, it came in late medieval India to be associated 
with the proselytizing missions of the founders of major Hindu renunciant 
traditions-” (Sax, 2000, s. 39) Sax continues, “the Brahmans were dependent on 
the political-economic patronage of the king in practice, and the symbiotic 
relationship between the two went far toward explaining … the stability of 
Hindu civilization” (Sax, 2000, s. 40) And this I believe draws a connection to 
Clothy‟s findings with the Arthasastra, as the Digvijayas derives from Sanskrit 
literature. In this military strategy, the king was to initiate a religious ritual to 
deities and a fire sacrifice, and then proceeded in conquering and waging war in 
the direction of East, South, North and West, as the sun moves over the horizon. 
(Sax, 2000, s. 42) The Digvijayas didn‟t end with war, as the king had to 
traverse the conquered lands in the process (to mark them with his footsteps; 
establishing a physical relationship) and a bath with fifteen clays from the 
conquered lands. (Sax, 2000, s. 44) 
 
Asish Nandy further agrees with the idea of Hinduism melding with politics, and 
in Gail Omvedt‟s article, “Hinduism and Politics” states that "In traditional 
India... the state was clearly expected to be a part of culture and the king was 
expected to see himself not only as a protector of dharma but also as a protector 
of multiple ways of life and a promoter of ethnic tolerance" (Omvedt, 1990, s. 
726) It is important to acknowledge that this was done so due to the will of the 
kings and royal families. However as British India came under direct British rule 
in 1858, many scholars believe that this colonial period is the root of religious 
political communalism which still influence and shape Indian politics to this 
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day. (Ramachandran, 2012) Omvedt builds on this by stating that the 
communalism is “a product of contemporary capitalism and statism. One 
derives from a traditional Marxist tendency to dissolve all cultural and religious 
or "community" phenomena into the "superstructure"” (Omvedt, 1990, s. 726) 
Under British colonial rule censuses were conducted making the Indian 
population conscious of their religion and it‟s role in politics, and promoted an 
ideology of segregation – Hindu groups, Muslim groups, Sihk groups, Jainism 
groups (Omvedt, 1990)& (Ramachandran 2012) After knowing the 
demographics of the different religious groups, the British treated them 
accordingly (in terms of employment, legislative bodies, the army etc.) to have a 
fair representation of the groups. However this resulted in the political and 
ideological leaders of the communities to “deliberately foster… ideologies of 
separate identity… by politicizing the distinctiveness of the “communities” in 
the matters of religion… and by creating organizational structures for 
mobilizing masses [into believing] that they were constantly under threat… 
[and] constant competition with other groups.”(Platvoet, 1995, s. 198-199) 
Therefore it is not surprising that many Hindu processions do not only have 
religious elements but also political elements involved.  
 
Despite Sax‟s, Clothey‟s and Ovedt‟s work, Eriksen claims that the “politicized 
Hinduism is recent.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 304) He argues that the idea of a 
National Hindu identity emerged in the 1930s and took proper form and action 
in the 1980s with Hindu political parties such as the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) (Eriksen, 2010, s. 304) The BJP together with other organizations wanted 
the Hindusition and de-secularsation of India. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 218) They used 
the Ayodhya Conflict as the epicenter of the Hindu – Muslim tensions. Mass 
Hindu processions were deliberately merged with their political campaigns 
throughout India. Below the Ayodhya Conflict is looked at closer.  
 
19 
 
The Ayodhya Conflict 
 
After independence India adopted the policy of secularism – viewing all 
religions as equal and not attached to one religion. (Ramachandran 2012) This 
soon caused great problems, especially among Hindu‟s, whom viewed 
secularism as putting more demands on Hindu‟s, jeopardizing their customs, 
while the Muslims were immune to such demands (for the Muslim bloc votes.) 
(Platvoet, 1995, s. 203) Thus there was a large Hindu nationalistic movement 
emerging and gaining considerable momentum by the 1980s, with political 
parties and Hindu organizations, such as the Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP) and 
the Bharatija Janata Party (BJP) wanting the Hindusition of India and whom 
soon used the Ayodhya Conflict as the epicenter of the Hindu – Muslim 
conflicts. Ayodhya is the apparent birth place of Ram, a major tirtha, a major 
place of pilgrimage, and the seat of one of the largest Hindu ascetic groups; the 
Ramanandis. In 1528, the Moghul Muslim sultan, Babur Shah tore down the 
Ram temple and built a mosque, the Babrimashid, in it‟s place. (Platvoet, 1995, 
s. 195) He did so as a request from Muslim ascetics, to gain their support in the 
region. The mosque remained there until centuries later, the VHP and BJP 
intervened. According to Jan Platvoet “their aim was to mobilize the Hindu 
“community” in order to liberate Ram from his “imprisonment” in the 
Babrimashid, to demolish the mosque, to regain Ramjanmabhumi, to built a 
temple on it for him, to gain electoral victories for the BJP, to reduce the 
Muslims to their proper place and so promote the Hinduisation of Hindulva, i.e. 
of India as a nation of Hindus.”  (Platvoet, 1995, s. 203) The chain of events 
which followed caused thousands of both Hindu and Muslim casualties, a much 
stronger yet more fundamental and radical Hindu national movement and the 
destruction of the Babrimashid mosque.  
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The VHP had their first campaign called „Ekatmata Yajna‟ – sacrifice for unity, 
in 1983, which were nation-wide processions where the VHP would raise funds 
and do “missionary work.”4 (Platvoet, 1995, s. 203) According to Platvoet, the 
processions covered an area of 85000 km, consisted of 60 million participants 
and “taped religious music was played, prayers were said, and speeches were 
given by VHP-affiliated religious leaders on the dangers to Hinduism by 
politicians pampering the Muslims.” (Platvoet, 1995, s. 204) These processions 
had two trucks, one with a tank filled with water from The Mother Ganges, and 
another with water from all other major rivers. This water was distributed to the 
different temples and sold to people who normally would be too poor to ever 
reach the Ganges. The second VHP campaign was called 
“Ramjanmablumimuktiyagna” – the sacrifice for the liberation of Rama‟s place 
of birth (Platvoet, 1995, s. 205) This took place in 1984 before the elections, to 
put pressure on politicians regarding the Ayodyha problem. This time they had 
two big statues of Ram and Sita (Ram‟s wife) and a banner stating “Bharat Mata 
ki jay” – Mother India, Hail. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 206) Soon the VHP, in 1986, 
continued the Ramjanmablumimuktiyagna (after political failure) with portraits 
of Ram being imprisoned in the mosque. This, according to Plovoet, intensified 
the Hindu-Muslim tensions. In 1989 the VHP had their last major campaign, 
which was backed by the BJP – a brick production campaign, where bricks from 
all over India were produced and transported to Ayodhya with “Jay Shri Ram” 
– victory to Shri Ram inscribed on them. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 208) They were the 
bricks for the reconstruction of the Ram temple, and as they were transported 
via. processions through different Muslim districts and villages violence 
intensified; “massive killing of Muslims in towns and villages… At Bhagalpur, 
for instance, the pogrom claimed a thousand lives, and the systematic 
destruction of Muslim holy places and property.” (Omvedt, 1990, s. 723)In 
1990 the BJP led a Ramrathayatra – pilgrimage in a symbolic war chariot 
                                                          
4
 Converting converted untouchables back to Hinduism 
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(Platvoet, 1995, s. 209) where the BJP leader L.K. Advani rode the chariot, 
carrying a bow like Rama himself. Therefore, this procession was to show that 
Rama together with his devotees and followers were going to forcefully liberate 
Ayodhya. (C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 272)According to C.J.Fuller, the procession, after 
travelling some 10,000 km, “clearly replicated the royal military progress that 
simultaneously celebrates victory and starts a new seasons of warfare…” 
(C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 272) As Advani reached Ayodhya, he was arrested, and 
more violence sparked. Two years later hundreds of thousands of Hindus 
stormed passed the security guards of the Ayodhya mosque and tore it down 
within six hours. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 212) 
 
The brief accounts of the Ayodhya conflicts above lacks much detail, especially 
the politics behind the processions and the different political outcomes for the 
different parties (see delimitations). However, it is evident that the VHP and BJP 
processions forming the Ayodhya conflict have intentionally been a merge of 
both politics and religion.  
 
These nationwide Hindu processions and political campaigns caused wide-
spread Hindu-Muslim clashes, bloody riots, thousands of deaths and the final 
razing of the mosque at Ayodhya, in 1992. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 203,218) It is not 
a surprise that these Hindu processions caused such conflicts as general 
confrontations from processions can occur in three ways: “1) those excluded 
from processions may fight for inclusion, leading to skirmishes between 
communities. 2) those who think they should precede in line may force their way 
to the front, leading to skirmishes within the community, and 3) those whose 
territory is being crossed by another community may assert territorial control 
with violence.” (Clark-Deces, 2008, s. 15) However, in the case of the Ayodhya 
conflict, the political and religious leaders played central roles in fuelling hatred 
and encouraging violence; for example Sadhvi Rithambhara from the Sangh 
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Parivar party
5
 urged Hindu women to have sons who “will kill Muslims.” 
(C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 279) 
 
The Hindu processions from the Ayodhya Conflict shows that processions can 
indeed also destroy solidarity, and not just express and display it(Platvoet, 1995, 
s. 213) Religious processions are tools which politicians can use to their 
advantage; “ritual behavior enables symbolic complexes to be dramatically 
enacted on the political stage for evoking powerful sentiments and attitudes, of 
diverse and even highly antagonistic sorts, in the different groups addressed and 
for creating and at least temporarily constituting significant political 
„realities.‟” (Platvoet, 1995, s. 220) 
 
In the following section the case study of the Jaipur Elephant festival, an annual 
procession with both Hindu and political elements, will be discussed and 
analyzed, moving on from the so called “pre-paradigmatic stage” (Platvoet, 
1995, s. 221) of ritual analysis. 
 
Jaipur Elephant Festival Case Study 
 
On the seventh of March on the eve of Holi
6
 I went to one of the Northern states 
in India, Rajasthan, to do fieldwork on the Jaipur Elephant Festival. I arrived ca. 
one and a half hours before the festival, hoping to be able to get some „behind 
the scenes‟ footage (such as interviews, pictures, initiation ceremonies etc.) 
however, at least 50 other tourists and photographers had the same idea. It was 
held at Jaipur‟s main polo stadium and had seats for the audience (separated 
with a “foreigner” and “Indian” section,) a stage and to the left, long four meter 
                                                          
5
 The Sangh Parivar is a group of organizations consisting of Hindu nationalists. 
6 Holi is a popular spring festival celebrated across India, where participants throw dyes at 
each other and lit bonfires on the eve of Holi. 
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tall canvas, where, behind them, the elephants were slowly beautified (not that 
elephants aren‟t beautiful naturally, but beautified to the standards of the 
festival.) It was quite chaotic with the thirty or so elephants (with more arriving) 
shuffling around – some eating from the sugar cane, others receiving colourful 
make-up. The sun was giving us her fullest, while there were dust particles in 
the atmosphere. At times you could hear individual elephants trumpet their 
trunks while there was a constant yelling of the mahouts (elephant care takers) 
commanding the elephants from left and right. Photographers were starting to 
fight in a frenzy for the best pictures, pushing and shouting egoistically while 
many of the mahouts were already demanding money for pictures. As I finished 
patting many of the elephants, I retired to my seat and waited for the procession 
to commence. An initiation ceremony took place on the stage where the minister 
of tourism and other important local figures played some drums for a full thirty 
seconds (marking the grounds sacred?) and the parade started. The elephants 
marched as the flashes flashed. The parade didn‟t only consist of elephants but 
also dancers and musicians from different parts or Rajasthan and camels; for 
example traditional dancers from Shikwa province. Throughout the whole event 
there were two commentators, describing and reporting the festival as if it was a 
football game. Some of the phrases which they kept repeated were “sacred 
drumming” and “traditional elephant procession.” Soon after the parade, the 
eager tourists flocked into the main grounds to take closer looks at the elephants, 
more pictures and then certain performances were performed on the stage. 
Games were played, such as tug of war (foreigners vs Indians; seemed to be a lot 
of segregation at this festival,) and the winning elephant was announced (there 
was a secret jury, however, I did get a glimpse of a scoring sheet which was out 
of 50 points, where three of the categories were “creativity,” “beauty of 
elephant” and “elegance of mahout”.) About now it was around six in the 
evening and it was getting dark. The last main event was the “startog Holi,” 
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where dozens of „lucky‟ tourists could mount some of the less decorated 
elephants and play Holi – throwing dyes at each other and the public.  
 
Before the festival and the days following the festival further research was done 
to understand the context in which 
this elephant festival was in. I 
conducted two interviews with 
two elephant owners: Amjed Ali, 
a Muslim elephant owner 
(pictured left, Figure 1), and 
Banty Shama, a Hindu elephant 
owner. One could have assumed 
that there could be a personal religious connection to the elephant festival for the 
elephant owners, at least for the Hindu elephant owner as one of the popular 
Hindu gods is Ganesa, a god with an elephant head, but this was not the case. A 
third and a fourth interview was conducted with cultural figures of Jaipur, in 
order to have authoritarian perspectives included in the study. One of the 
interviews was with Dr.Chandramani Singh, Jaipur author and scholar, and Ltd. 
Col Arvind Grover, a retired military officer who now owns a popular guest 
house. 
 
 
From the interviews it was obvious that there has never been a Hindu or any 
other religious connection to the Jaipur Elephant Festival, but a big historical 
connection. In my interview with Amjed Ali, he explained that “it is not related 
to religion at all. Just for work and business” (Ali, 2012) And once asked if it 
has a connection to Holi as the elephant festival is scheduled to be the night 
before, he replied: “Holi? It has been happening since long time, the king used 
Figure 1 Amjed Ali 
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to do it. Today, it‟s more to show the elephants… no connection to Holi.” (Ali, 
2012) Ali‟s reference to kings is quite correct according to Singh Chandramani 
and Knut Jakobsen. Within India, the elephant is a symbol of prosperity, fertility 
and royalty and were therefore used by kings during most processions. 
(Jacobsen, Sacred Animals, 
2009, s. 716)The elephant is 
even more important within 
Hinduism, due to the god 
Ganesa having an elephant head. 
Ganesa is the remover of 
obstacles, which relates to 
elephants as they are perceived 
as being large and powerful; 
unstoppable as they move 
forward. Therefore many Hindus 
believe that elephants are incarnations of Ganesa, having many live elephants at 
Hindu temples, trained to touch devotee‟s heads with their trunks as signs of 
blessings. (Jacobsen, Sacred Animals, 2009, s. 716) The only connection the 
elephants have to Holi was from the kings who would initiate Holi amongst the 
masses, having a Holi procession while mounted on an elephant, throwing 
colour dyes at the people. (Singh, 2012) At the Royal City Palace Library of 
Jaipur, I found a 19
th
 century painting of two mahouts playing Holi on top of 
elephants, pictured in Figure 2. So the Jaipur Elephant Festival is a continuation 
of this, and as Dr.Singh revealed, the Jaipur Elephant festival is “the legacy of 
the kings.” (Singh, 2012) 
 
Figure 2 "Holi, festival of colours... Kota, 19th century. (Singh, Jawahar Kala 
Kendra - Museum of Rajasthan, 2009, s. 158) 
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Discussion: 
 
Tha Jaipur Elephant Festival - The Invention of Tradition and 
Authentic Tourism 
 
The Jaipur Elephant festival can 
be perceived as a Hindu 
procession by the way the 
Rajasthan Department of 
Tourism designed and organized 
it. As mentioned earlier, Hindu 
processions require myth, 
formality, organization, 
ceremony and a narrative. The 
festival carried on until the eve 
of Holi which is marked by 
burning fires (which were also present at the Elephant festival, in the form of 
fireworks). Both the commentators and the tourist brochure mention that the 
Elephant festival is part of Holi. Holi, I believe, acts as the myth behind the 
Jaipur Elephant festival, but also the acting of the majestic kings whom used to 
ride elephants, as the brochure states: “in the bygone era royal processions 
featured the Maharaja…” The event is highly organized with refreshment 
vendors, commentators, seats, the festival takes place annually and has a 
sequence of planned events (the parade, the different displays and the games.) 
The festival has a sense of formality in terms of important figures attending, the 
illustration of kings riding elephants, being an annual event and having media 
for various TV stations and newspapers present. The different acts carried out by 
the different actors throughout the festival can be viewed as a ceremony. There 
was an initiation act where the Minister of Tourism played „sacred drums‟, an 
Figure 3 Audience from the Jaipur Elephant Festival playing Holi on elephants 
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audience watching attentively and listening attentively to the commentators, a 
large parade with the elephants, camels, horses, musicians, and dancers. After 
the parade the audiences were allowed to mingle with the actors of the parade 
and were invited to play certain games and the start of Holi (pictured on the 
previous page, Figure 3) as the Rajasthan kings used to.  
 
A theory which can be used to accommodate for the deliberate fusing of Royal 
tradition and Hindu religious festivals is the Invention of Traditions. First 
published in 1983, Eric Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger compiled work by 
scholars analyzing how processions and traditions, which thought to be 
generations old, are in fact quite modern. They define invented traditions as a set 
of practices of ritual or symbolic nature that indoctrinate ideas and values of 
behavior, repeating them and establishing a connection to a certain historical 
past. (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983, s. 1) Hobsbawm continues: “they are 
responses to novel situations which take the form of reference to old situations, 
or which establish their own past by quasi-obligatory repetition…” (Hobsbawm 
& Ranger, 1983, s. 2) I believe that the Jaipur Elephant festival has become an 
invented tradition in the sense of an annual procession. The festival establishes 
two historical connections; that of the Rajasthani royal processions and the 
traditional Hindu celebration of Holi. By merging the two, a new invented 
tradition has taken form, and hence from the annual repetition of the event, one 
might start to believe that on the eve of Holi, traditionally such processions 
always took place. Values of behavior are necessarily not indoctrinated by the 
audience of the procession, however, ideas of an exaggerated Rajasthani past is. 
Rajasthani royal processions were never this flamboyant while traditional Holi 
celebrations never included a parade of elephants. One can take it even further 
and claim that the use of elephants during royal processions was also an 
invented tradition to symbolize the royalty‟s wealth, prestige and strength.  
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Hobsbawm‟s statement, that invented traditions “is the contrast between the 
constant change and innovation of the modern world and the attempt to 
structure at least some parts of social life within it as unchanging and 
invariant” (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983, s. 2) is quite suitable for the festival, as 
we have the rise of mass tourism in Rajasthan, a relatively modern phenomenon, 
and the Government of Rajasthan trying to find a culturally and traditionally 
attractive identity for tourists. 
                 To enhance the festival for tourists, the Rajasthani Government paints 
the festival with religious colors. This enhancement is to make the festival seem 
more authentic to tourists, and can be classified as heritage tourism. Heritage 
tourism is defined as “an economic activity that makes use of socio-cultural 
assets to attract visitors.” (Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 2003, s. 703) Heritage 
tourism focuses on cultural and folk traditions, ethnic history, social customs 
and cultural celebrations, transforming the tourist to a past with a cultural 
landscape. (Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 2003, s. 703) The tourists at the Jaipur 
Elephant Festival were taken into world of kings riding their beautiful decorated 
elephants, parading with traditional dancers and music. This type of tourism, 
according to Chhabra, Healy and Sills, is largely promoted by local governments 
and businesses as a tool for community economic development. (Chhabra, 
Healy, & Sills, 2003, s. 703) And in this case, the festival is completely arranged 
by the Rajasthan Tourist department, in fact the elephant owners and elephants 
are dependent on such tourist events as revenues of income and survival (Ali, 
2012) Part of the importance of authenticity to tourists lies in nostalgia; as 
according to Chhabra, Healy and Sills “people are nostalgic about old ways of 
life, and they want to relive them in the form of tourism, at least temporarily. 
Nostalgia is a universal catchword for looking back.” (Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 
2003, s. 705) Authenticity means that something is ‟original‟ especially when 
looking at relatively exotic cultures, and this is what many tourists want to find. 
Chhabra, Healy and Sills continue: ”an authentic experience involves 
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participation in a collective ritual, where strangers get together in a cultural 
production to share a feeling of closeness or solidarity. This cultural production 
is not a total re-creation of the past. In fact, 
nostalgic collective memory selectively 
reconstructs the past to serve needs of the 
present.” (Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 2003, s. 705) 
It is clear that the Jaipur Elephant Festival is not a 
‟total re-creation of the past,‟ but a cultural 
recreation, or invented tradition of a fusion of 
certain elements of the past; the elephants used by 
royalty during processions and the religious 
celebration of Holi – all to romanticize the 
cultural and religious history of India, and to 
create the so called “Incredible India7 to the 
tourist. And this works out perfectly well, as heritage tourism does not need to 
be historically accurate but has to be perceived authentic to the tourist. 
(Chhabra, Healy, & Sills, 2003, s. 705) And that‟s why ‟religion‟- even as 
superficial as it seems at the Jaipur Elephant festival after researching the past of 
the festival, is an important element for the tourists as there is a strong 
connection, perhaps impermeable connection, between India‟s past and India‟s 
Religion.  Another interesting aspect to touch on is the identities and solidarity 
created by the festival. According to Hobsbawm and  Ranger, there are three 
types of invented traditions: “a) those establishing or symbolizing social 
cohesion or the membership of groups, real or artificial communities, b) those 
establishing or legitimizing institutions, status or relations of authority, and c) 
those whose main purpose was socialization, the inculcation of beliefs, value 
systems and conventions of behavior.” (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983, s. 9) The 
                                                          
7
  “Incredible India” is a tourist slogan often used by the Indian government 
Figure 4 Jaipur Elephant Festival advertisement 
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Jaipur elephant festival can fall under both “a” and “b”. As already mentioned, 
some main themes during processions are solitude and identity. With the 
performances of different traditional customs from different ethnic communities 
within Rajasthan during the festival, shows this sense of social cohesion – 
despite including actors and performers from diverse communities, they are all 
Rajasthani and should be proud of it. All the different symbolism throughout the 
Elephant festival, whether it is the „sacred drumming‟ making connections to an 
individual‟s spirituality, or the elephants making a connection to an individual‟s 
interpretation of their past heritage, also helped provide this joint solidarity. The 
Elephant festival also plays a strong role for the identity of the Rajasthani 
Government. They have chosen to associate themselves with such a procession, 
designing it to include a connection to the legacy of Rajasthani royalty, the 
cultural diversity of the state of Rajasthan and religious tradition. This is evident 
in how revealingly engaged the government was during the festival – such as 
having their name written all over the advertisements for the festival (pictured 
on the previous page, Figure 4) and even opening and initiating the procession 
with a short ceremony. When tourists, both Indian and foreign, return home 
from the festival and are talking about their trip to Rajasthan, they will most 
likely mention this festival, and therefore this procession will be associated to 
the Rajasthani government, as perhaps an unique aspect of them. The Rajasthani 
government can also be identified as preservers of culture, as through the 
festival they are promoting and holding on to the different cultures from the 
state. And lastly, by some of the actors, such as the mahouts, the government is 
seen as an altruistic care-taker. As the royal families lost much of their land and 
power after Independence of India in 1947, the mahouts were left with the 
elephants and were struggling to survive together with the elephants, without 
any royal family providing the money for food and space. (Singh, 2012)The 
Rajasthani government soon found a way to sustain them through different 
tourist projects, and one was this Elephant Festival. (Singh, 2012) But 
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interestingly enough, the audience of the Elephant Festival do not pay any fees 
for attending.   
 
The Ayodhya Conflict – Hindu Processions merged with Politics to 
create a Hindu National Identity 
 
All of the processions in the campaigns of the Ayodhya Conflict include, to a 
certain extent, the Hindu Procession characteristics mentioned earlier in the 
report. Each procession was part of the greater „myth‟ and „narrative‟; of Rama 
fighting the demons and escaping his prison with the help of Hanumans army. 
Hanuman is the monkey god, „Rama‟s strong arm who speaks eloquently but 
carries a big stick‟ and Rama‟s most faithful devotee. (C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 272) 
And this is why many of the militant youth whom joined the processions were 
organized and referred to as “Hanuman‟s Army.” (C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 272) 
Further, Rama himself was symbolically present In the BJPs Ramrathayatra in 
1990, having the BJP leader L.K. Advani act out and represent Rama, as riding a 
war chariot with a bow, mimicking Rama. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 209) The demons 
were symbolically represented by the Muslims, from the Hindu perspective – 
having banners and posters with armed Muslim men savagely slaughtering 
unarmed Hindu ascetics, “replicated the message of … the Muslims as the 
demonic enemy.” (Platvoet, 1995, s. 218) The way which the Adyohya conflict 
was told and perceived (Rama, the demons and Hanuman‟s army,) had many 
similarities to the Ramayana
8
.The degree to which speeches and processions 
were organized in formal and informal settings, including highly anticipated and 
highly attended speeches and rallies by hundreds of religious actors and political 
actors of authority, reflected the „formality‟ of the Ayodhya conflicts. And 
finally there were mass ceremony and organization. During the processions 
people worshipped the different deities, chanted the different hymns, sacred 
                                                          
8
 One of the two major Hindu epics 
32 
 
music was played, pujas were done and for example, Advani encouraged his 
followers to perform “Rambhakti”, extreme devotion to Ram. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 
210) Most processions were organized such a way that some would deliberately 
pass through Muslim areas (such as the brick production campaign) to cause 
violence while others would follow pilgrimage routes, taking part of the Hindu 
Sacred Geography; many of the pilgrimage campaigns by the VHP started at 
holy and religiously significant places. For example the chariot pilgrimage from 
1990 started at Somanatha, a major Krishna Hindu temple which through history 
has been destroyed by Muslims and rebuilt. After independence, it became a 
“monument of the Hindu nation that has finally won its continuous struggle 
against foreign oppression.” (C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 272)“By adapting the 
traditional idea of a long-distance pilgrimage that constitutes a “sacred 
geography” … the VHPs procession was a powerfully resonant vehicle for 
attracting support and enacting a vision of a unified Hindu nation situated on 
sacred land.” (C.J.Fuller, 2004, s. 271) 
 
Eriksen states that there are some universal features of identity politics which 
can be identified in the different aspects of the Ayodhya Conflict; 
 “the external boundary is overcommunicated; internal differences are 
under communicated.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 305) 
The external boundary of the Ayodhya Conflict, one can argue, are the religious 
boundaries between Hindus and Muslims, despite nationality. While internal 
differences, where the Caste system is the most striking, are almost ignored, all 
Hindus from all castes participated, despite the BJP originally being a Brahmin 
caste political party (Kolhus 2012) Political leaders focused on the differences, 
such as Muslims eating cows.  
 “history is interpreted in such a way as to make the in-group appear as 
innocent victims.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 305) 
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The Muslims are interpreted as the outside „evil‟ force that invaded India in 
medieval time, which is relating to Muslim empires such as the Moghul Empire, 
destroying Hindu temples and imposing forced conversions.  
 “cultural continuity and purity are overcommunicated” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 
305) 
This can be seen in the whole ideology of the Hindusation of India; hanging on 
to Hindu culture and religion through the religious traits of all the processions 
(for example citing and referring to epics and myths or bringing along certain 
holy Hindu water along the procession. (Platvoet, 1995, s. 205) 
 “Non-members of the in-group are demonized when it is deemed 
necessary in order to strengthen internal cohesion” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 
305) 
The Muslims were perceived as the Demons; the „others‟, making Hindus across 
different states, ethnic groups and castes have a shared identity.  
 “Cultural heroes of the past are reconceptualised as modern 
nationalists.” (Eriksen, 2010, s. 305) 
Cultural heroes such as Rama were being used as a Hindu national figure and 
the army of Hanuman fighting for the Hindu nation. 
 
By emphasizing on the past struggles between Muslim and Hindu kingdoms in 
India, and by „othering‟ the Muslims, the Hindu nationalistic movement by 
Hindu national political parties and organizations,  with the Ayohdya Conflict as 
it‟s epicenter, successfully created a Hindu political Identity and movement in 
India. The paradox of this movement is that it created great fragmentation in 
Indian society, mainly between Hindus and Muslims, however, it created joint 
solidarity and cohesion amongst Hindus, despite ethnic group or caste group. As 
examples, Platvoet explains, the Ayohdya conflict put the different orders of 
Hindu ascetics, whom have a long history of violent competition, under the 
banner of “Bharat Mata – Mother India.” (Platvoet, 1995, s. 206-207) The 
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solidarity of Hinduism was also created during the processions, crossing all over 
India and including symbolizing elements, such as bringing holy water from all 
over India -  “symbolized in an immensely direct way for Hindus the unity of 
Hindu India.” (Platvoet, 1995, s. 205) 
Concluding Remarks: 
 
This report has discussed firstly rituals and processions and then narrowed down 
to Hindu rituals and processions. The report has given an array of examples to 
illustrate the different aspects of Hindu processions and rituals, but also how 
complex they are. The Hindu wedding processions portrayed how Hindu rituals 
can escape the private sphere and run into the public sphere (and vice versa,) 
while the example of the funerals in Tamil Nadu displayed how Hindu rituals 
and processions are not static but can change over time. One of the final 
examples was the case study on the Jaipur Elephant festival, an invented 
tradition with religious and traditional traits. The festival proved to provide not 
just an authentic tourist experience, but also symbolizing Rajasthani solidarity 
and identity to both it‟s people and government. The second case study, the 
processions during the Ayodhya Conflicts exemplified how processions can in 
fact destroy solidarity and can serve dual purposes, both political and religious. 
All the examples prove that one should not take rituals and processions for its 
more superficial face value since each different procession and ritual represent 
complex and contextualized processes. I believe that this report has briefly 
demonstrated that we have moved on from the „pre-paradigmatic stage in the 
science of ritual‟ as once one removes the outer most layers, one will come to 
the core roots of a procession, such as the Jaipur Elephant festival being an 
invented tradition; an invented procession, and the deaths and conflicts caused 
by the Ayodhya Conflicts were in fact advocated and pushed for by politicians.  
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Appendix: 
Transcriptions of interviews: 
 
Elephant owner Amjed Ali. 07-03-12, 11:15 at his home.  
Translator: Mohammed Waseem 
 
My name is Amjed Ali.  
Nice to meet you Amjed Ali. So I am writing a report on the elephant festival to 
see if there is any religious connection to it. 
What are your questions? 
How long have you had elephants for?   
10 years. 
 Is this because his family has had elephants or did he buy them himself? 
My father and grandfather used to have them.  
And why did his father and grandfather keep elephants?  
We have kept them just for the business, for the tourism. We depend on it.  
Does it go further back to the royalties with the elephants?  
It is not royalty, just for work. 
Do you have three elephants? 
No, eight. They all stay here. 
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Is there any importance for him to keep elephants, religious importance? 
 No, it is not related to religion at all. Just for work and business. 
What about the elephant festival today, does it relate to Holi? 
 It has been happening since long time, the king used to do it. Today, it‟s more to 
show the elephants… no connection to Holi. 
You can win if you have the most beautiful elephant, have you ever won before?   
Yes, about ten times. Perhaps my grandparents have won more. 
Do you decorate the elephants here?  
No, not here, somewhere else.  
[To Waseem] Is it himself and his family who decorates the elephants? Yes, no 
one else. 
How many elephants are you bringing to the festival?  
Seven.  
[Waseem] According to my knowledge is just for the tourism, to attract the 
people. So many people come here to see the elephant festival. 
[To Waseem] What does he get out of the festival, does it cost for the tourists? 
 No it doesn‟t cost the tourists anything, but the government pays them to 
display their elephants.  
 
Elephant owner Banty Shama. 07-03-12, 12:37 outside Amber fort. 
Translator: Mohammed Waseem 
 
Hello, what is your name?  
Banty Shama 
Okay, my name is Karsten and I am a university student and I am writing about 
the festival to see if there is a connection to Hindu religion. And you and your 
father owns elephants? 
 Five elephants. 
Do you know if this festival has any importance to your family?  
Nothing to do with religion, but it is family business since the kings time.  
So it is not to symbolize Ganesa? 
 No. 
Is there any other importance to you other than tourism?  
Only for foreigners, only tourism.  
How long has your family had elephants?  
Since my grandparents. 
Is that because they worked for the kings? 
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 This is our passion, our life. We have always had elephants in the family. 
So it has always only been for tourism?  
Yes. 
 
Dr.Chandramani Singh at the Royal City Palace Library, Jaipur, 11:30 on 
the 10-03-12 
 
(The next extract is a collection from our open conversation, and not Q&A style 
like the previous interviews.) 
Could you introduce yourself please? 
 My name is Chamdramani Singh, I am the director at the City Palace Library 
and author… 
…See, the elephant is a symbol of prosperity, so royalty everywhere in India wee 
associated with elephants. They were used in battlefields in ancient India and 
later of course horses were more useful, so they accepted the horse but eh… the 
elephant remained in use for a long time and for carrying heavy things like 
wood or stones… 
…How far back does the use of elephants during Holi go? More than a hundred 
years. Once it started it became very popular. And after the emergence of the 
state also, and tourism department started organizing it (elephant festival). We 
have a very nice painting of elephants used during Holi. Previously the king 
would go with elephants in processions and would throw colours at the public… 
…There is a village developed by the government for the elephants and the 
owners. It is near Amber Fort, from there they bring the elephants to the fort for 
tourism. There is a large tank also where the elephants go, after work, to bath. 
After the kings lost their power, they couldn‟t sustain the elephants and left them 
with the mahouts, the elephant care takers. So now the government is finding 
ways in which the mahouts with their elephants can make a living from 
tourism… 
So this is keeping the tradition alive from the kings?  
Yes, this is the legacy of the kings.  
 
 
 
